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form and ordained by Nikonian bishops. To justify this act it was
recalled that the rule of the Holy Fathers authorized the acceptance
of priests from some of the heretic churches, without divesting them
of their rank.
A large majority of the Priestists realized that the question of
hierarchy was the weakest point in the Schism, and approached its
solution by a different way. In the thirties of the eighteenth cen-
tury they concentrated on finding their own bishops, yet they did
not seek them in the established church. In spite of many disap-
pointing failures, the Old Ritualists would never have diminished
their ardor or tightened their purses in order to achieve success,
had not the situation changed radically with the accession to the
throne of Empress Catherine II (1762). This reign inaugurated for
the Schismatics a period of tolerance, which continued under the
Emperors Paul and Alexander I. The Priestists, who had gone
abroad to escape persecution, could once again establish their center
within the boundaries of Russia. In the second year of her reign,
Empress Catherine II officially invited them to return to the mother-
land, and allocated to them grounds in the Saratov district of
Transvolga. Through the government's leniency, the Schismatics
had by this time many fugitive priests, but they selected only those
whose lives had been blameless. The right to choose and train '
priests for the Old Ritualist divine service was formally conferred
by the Priestists upon Irgiz (the Schismatic center in the province
of Saratov), and the Schismatic Council of 1783 decreed to accept
no others. In order to make the Schismatics absolutely dependent
upon the IrgizMonasteries for their priests and canonists no chrism
or reserve Eucharist were distributed into private hands, but only
to the priests who had been "corrected," i. e., reanointed in Irgiz.
But these priests had a plentiful supply of both and were always
at the service of their flock. Thus the fugitive priests became the
most profitable source of revenue to the Irgiz Monasteries, that
served as a foundation for their prosperity, and at the same time
the need for priests in the community was satisfied through the
medium of a regular organization. Often the Schismatics were even
better supplied than the neighboring Orthodox parishes, and the
quest for bishops ceased for half a century, the period of Irgiz
activity.